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In the fourth of his orations against Catiline, delivered before the Senate in 63, Cicero asserts once again that the whole of Rome is united behind him.  ‘All men are here, of every order, of all origins and indeed of all ages.  The forum is full, the temples about the forum are full, all the approaches to this temple and place are full.  For this case is the only one known since the founding of the city in which all think as one’ (Cat. IV.14).  To reinforce his argument, he lists the different groups that have now joined together in their hope that the Senate will come to the correct decision.  First come the equites, the group of wealthy Romans from which the Senate drew its members, ‘who concede supremacy to you in rank and decision-making as they compete with you in their love of the res publica’ (IV.15).  Secondly, the tribunes of the treasury and the clerks.  Thirdly, the mass of the citizens: ‘the whole multitude of free-born citizens (ingenui) is here, even the poorest.  For is there anyone to whom these temples, the sight of the city, the possession of liberty and even the light itself and the common soil of the fatherland are not precious and sweet and delightful?’ (IV.16).  Fourthly, the liberti, the former slaves who received citizenship when they were manumitted: ‘it is worth the effort, Conscript Fathers, to take note of the eagerness of the freedmen, who, having gained the benefit of citizenship by their own virtue, truly judge this to be their native land’ (IV.16).  That completes the roll-call of respectable members of society, but Catiline is such a threat to Rome that ‘there is no slave, as long as his condition of servitude is not too severe, who does not give his support, as much as he dares and is able, to the common cause’ (IV.16).

The force of Cicero’s argument comes from the assumption that Roman society was not completely homogeneous, but consisted of a number of distinct groups whose interests were often opposed; only when the state was in real danger would these groups set aside their differences.  The study of social structure rests on a similar assumption; societies are seen to be made up of inter-dependent social groups that shape the behaviour of their individual members.  The members of a particular group will tend to have common interests and to share a way of life; where power and resources are distributed unevenly across the society, there is likely to be a strong correlation between an individual’s social group and his or her prospects, occupation, access to resources and even life expectancy.  Social interaction between members of the same group is likely to be very different in nature from that between members of different groups, if the latter interact at all; sometimes, indeed, the interests shared by members of the same group may lead them to act in concert, and in opposition to other groups.  Social conflict can be one of the main determinants of historical events, but at the same time any society, in order to survive, will have means of mediating between the interests of different groups and building consensus — if only, as Cicero tries to do, by uniting them against a common enemy.

Any complex society will contain a wide range of different sorts of social groups and associations, both formal and informal; any individual is likely to belong to a number of different ones.  The crucial analytical problem is therefore to identify which of these groups are the most important, both from the point of view of their influence on the behaviour of individuals and as regards the overall workings of society.  This is a matter of some contention in the study of modern society; there are a number of competing theories, some of which will be discussed below, that claim to have uncovered the basic structures of social relations.  In considering a historical society, however, there is the initial question of whether we should employ actors’ or observers’ categories in our analysis: that is to say, whether we should analyse Roman society purely in the terms that the Romans themselves used to describe it, or whether it is legitimate and productive to employ concepts developed by modern sociological theory.

Roman writers, like their Greek predecessors, did not distinguish conceptually between the spheres of ‘society’ and ‘politics’ in the way that modern studies do; the phrase res publica can reasonably be translated as ‘state’ in some contexts and ‘society’ (in the broadest sense) in others.  Cicero’s list of the different groups that, for him, made up Roman society is driven by his political concerns, but it goes beyond the narrowly political: he emphasises the freeborn – freedman distinction, although this made little difference in strictly political terms (freedmen could not stand for office, but in practice neither could most citizens); he includes slaves, despite their complete exclusion from the sphere of political activity; and he completely ignores both census groups and tribes, the formal divisions of the Roman citizen body.  In other words, he favours broader categories of analysis over the clearly-defined (but, by implication, arbitrary) units of the political system, emphasising ‘social’ and ‘ideological’ distinctions as much as the divisions established by the Roman census.  Thus it could be argued that Cicero provides the historian with a ready-made set of social categories that reflect the way in which the Romans actually thought, avoiding any need to distort the ancient evidence to fit anachronistic modern categories such as ‘class’ or ‘status groups’.

There is no denying the importance of Cicero’s view of Roman society in so far as it must at times have influenced his decisions and actions; since this passage of the speech would work only if its basic assumptions were shared by its audience, we might cautiously take it as evidence also for the prevailing attitude of the rest of the Senate.  As a means of understanding Roman social structure, however, it has certain limitations.  In the first place, Cicero does not actually offer a consistent picture.  The groups he describes are distinguished from one another in different ways, rather than being based on a single principle of social differentiation: senators are distinguished from equites by the fact that they had held a magistracy, whereas the equites had chosen not to pursue political careers (or had failed to get themselves elected); equites in turn were distinguished from the rest of the population by their wealth, a division established by the census; tribunes of the treasury were distinguished from the mass of the population by their office, free-born and freedmen were distinguished by birth, and slaves and the free were divided by legal status.

More significantly, on other occasions Cicero offers different accounts of Roman society.  In his second oration against Catiline, once again ennumerating the components of a united Rome, he lists the consuls and the generals, the coloniae and the municipia (different categories of Italian towns), the senate, the equites and the people of Rome, as well the city, the treasury and the taxes, all Italy, the provinces and foreign nations (Cat. II.25); perhaps the fact that this speech was delivered before the people led him to play down differences between freeborn and freedmen.  In the first book of his work On Duties (De Officiis), he distinguishes between the different duties of magistrates, private citizens and resident foreigners, having previously also mentioned slaves as a distinct group (I.124, I.41).  In his more philosophical work The Republic (De Re Publica) he identifies three key groups, the magistrates, the leading citizens and the people (II.57), and divides the People on the basis of wealth: the tax-payers (assidui) who contribute money to the state, and the poor (proletarii) who can contribute only their offspring (II.40).  In the fourth oration against Catiline, after the passages quoted, he focuses on a particular section (genus) of the people — not now differentiating between freeborn and freedman — defined by occupation: the ‘poor and inexperienced’ who worked in shops and workshops, tabernae, and who were considered as likely adherents of Catiline (Cat. IV.17).  In another speech he distinguishes (without explaining the distinction) between the populus (a word which normally refers to the whole body of the citizens) and the mass of the poor, the plebs (Mur. 1).  Cicero acknowledges, but generally dismisses, differences within the senate and the equites based on lineage and background: patrician and plebeian, the man of ‘noble’ lineage (nobilis) and the ‘new man’ (novus homo) who was the first in his family to enter the Senate (Mur. 15-16).  He consistently distinguishes between Senate and equites, while noting that, in most leading families, different generations could be found in either category.

Overall, then, Cicero identifies and employs a wide range of different means of dividing up Roman society: legal status, political status, wealth, lineage, occupation, place of origin, moral standing.  He does not indicate which of these are to his mind most significant, apart from the clearly polemical assertion that none of them matter compared with dedication to the best interests of Rome (compare Sest. 96 on the different groups that make up the ‘optimates’, the group who favoured the policies of those whom Cicero refers to as ‘the best citizens’).  If we want to make use of Cicero’s categories of social analysis, which ones do we choose?  All the groups identified — with the exception of the tribunes of the treasury and the clerks — can be considered significant social groupings with common interests and with which individuals might identify; but it is left entirely unclear how important the free/freedman/slave distinction was in shaping social action compared with the citizen/non-citizen divide or the Roman/Italian split.  Perhaps Roman society was indeed fragmented in this way, with a confusing array of different groups and no clear organising principle; but perhaps that impression is simply a consequence of the fact that Cicero develops different accounts of the composition of the Roman people for different purposes.

This leads to the second limitation of his account, namely that these images of Roman society are hardly objective.  Arguably, no account of society can ever be wholly neutral — the various modern theories of social organisation have definite political overtones —  but we should certainly be suspicious of the version offered by an interested party, a direct participant in political activity.  In many cases, Cicero’s description is expressly designed to achieve a particular end; thus he creates the image of a stable, united society in order to cast Catiline and followers not merely as an opposing group within society but as outsiders, bandits, enemies of the state — and therefore to be treated with no mercy.  At times he aims to legitimise the domination of his own group, offering a justification as much as a description of the status quo.  Society is to be organised according to the principle of aristocracy, giving power to the ‘best men’ (optimi), ‘for there is no occasion for revolution when each person is firmly placed in his own rank’ (Rep. I.69); on the other hand, ‘when equal honour is had by the highest and the lowest, who are of necessity in every population, this very evenness is most uneven’ (I.53).  The magistrates and leading citizens are to have power and influence, the people are to have ‘enough’ liberty (II.57): ‘do we not see that dominion has been given to the best by nature itself, with the greatest benefit to the weak?’ (III.37).  It scarcely needs to be said that the best judges of virtue and ability are the optimi themselves; following philosophical convention, he notes that the ‘mob’ (volgus — scarcely a neutral, objective category of analysis) does not fully understand how far it is from perfection; in so far as it understands anything, however, it considers that nothing is missing; the same thing happens in poems, pictures and many other such things, that the inexperienced are entertained by and praise things that are not worthy of praise’ (Off. III.15).  Naturally, such people need to recognise their place and accept guidance.

This account of Roman society is not wholly self-serving; it is simply that society can look different from different locations within the structure, and that Cicero, a senator, interprets it according to the prejudices and obsessions of his own social group.  Social relationships, for example, are considered entirely from the perspective of the elite political class.  He focuses above all on the workings of friendship between equals, amicitia (here involving both senators and equites, without clear distinction; note Cicero’s intimate friendship with Atticus, an eques).  Social life at this level is all about complex networks of kinship, affection and obligation, a constant traffic in gifts, favours, influence and information.  Cicero’s interest in other sorts of social relationships is confined to those which are relevant to political ambitions.  Thus he has a certain amount to say about patron-client relations, in which members of the lower orders provided votes, voices and their presence in the retinue of the elite in the hope of receiving support, protection or the benefits of influence in return.  Every aspiring politician needs a crowd of supporters, and so some contact with the masses is beneficial; ‘if you defend a needy man, who is however honest and temperate, all the respectable common folk, of whom there is a great multitude among the people, see you as a protector provided for them’ (Off. II.70; see generally the Election Manual (Commentarium Petitionis) sometimes ascribed to Cicero’s brother).  Cicero notices the ways that the masses organise their own social relationships, for example the ‘associations’ (collegia), only in so far as they offer an opportunity of recruiting support, or represent a threat as a source of support for a rival like Clodius.  This is a particular problem for history of the associations, which appear under the Republic as armed gangs involved in street brawls and under the Principate as respectable gatherings of merchants and craftsmen, holding dinners and conducting religious rites; but in general our knowledge of the social organisation of the mass of the population is at the mercy of the very limited perspective of sources like Cicero.

The third limitation of Cicero’s account is that it is largely static, referring to one particular period.  He comments on changes in relations within groups (the old patrician-plebeian conflict is now seen to be irrelevant: Mur. 17) and between groups (the Senate and the equites are supposedly no longer at variance: Cat. IV.15), and on the breakdown of social consensus since the time of Sulla, observing that Rome is now governed by fear rather than respect (e.g. Off. II.26-9).  However, he does not apparently consider that the different parts of Roman society might themselves change; on the contrary, the Roman social order was established back in the time of Servius, the sixth king of Rome (Rep. II.39).  This is a problem for all accounts of social structure, trying to balance synchronic description and diachronic narrative, and such structures do generally remain more or less the same over many generations.  However, there is reason to think that the last two centuries of the Republic were times of significant social change, with the growth in the numbers of slaves and freedmen and the extension of the Roman citizenship — in most ancient societies, a narrowly-defined, jealously-guarded privilege — to the rest of Italy.  Cicero shows some awareness that his world is changing, but lacks the long view and the benefit of hindsight to make proper sense of it.

For these reasons, therefore, we cannot take Cicero to offer a complete, or wholly reliable, account of Roman society.  It should also be noted that the concern about the ‘anachronism’ of modern sociological concepts compared with ancient terminology is a red herring: some measure of anachronism is inevitable whenever we translate Roman terms into English.  Consider Cicero’s statement that ‘all men are here, of every order (ordo), of all origins (genus) and indeed of all ages.’  Ordo can be translated as, among other things, rank, order, class and station, genus as birth, origin, race, descent, kind, sort or class; each of these choices has different implications.  The decision as to whether genus should be translated as ‘origin’ or ‘class’, or indeed ‘kind’, is made on the basis of the translator’s understanding of Roman society, mapping Cicero’s categories onto modern categories.  This being the case, it seems better to make sense of Roman terminology explicitly in terms of precisely defined sociological categories, where the modern overtones and implications are made explicit, rather than the ‘fuzzy’ categories of everyday language.  Even if we choose to leave terms in the original, to emphasise the lack of an exact equivalent in English and the fact that any translation is potentially misleading, we still need to consider what sorts of groups these are in modern terms.

There is a more positive case for drawing on modern terminology.  Firstly, it can, sometimes, offer greater precision, if only because we have to be more conscious about the status of our concepts.  Secondly, it can offer the possibility of understanding ancient society as a system better than the Romans could themselves, drawing on the benefits of hindsight and the specialised study of social structures — above all, the use of models that aim to simplify a complex reality in order to make it more intelligible.  Thirdly, it offers the possibility of making useful comparisons with other, similar societies — especially those whose social structures are rather better documented than those of classical antiquity — and makes it easier for others to draw on Roman evidence.  Ancient history can only benefit from greater communication with other periods of history and other social sciences, but in order to do that it needs to make greater use of a common language, the standard terms of social analysis.  However, there is no one universal system for making sense of social structure, but a variety of different theories; in considering what sorts of groups made up Roman society and how they related to one another, we need also to consider which of the various images of society presented by these theories seems most persuasive.

Orders and Status Groups

One model of social structure often applied to pre-industrial European societies is that of estates or orders: such a society is arranged in a hierarchy or pyramid of hereditary groups, with different degrees of honour and power.  On the face of it, Rome fits such a model, with a clear social hierarchy from the old consular families at the top to the poor proletarii and the slaves at the bottom.  However, there are crucial differences, especially as regards those at the top of society.  In medieval and early modern societies, birth, wealth and power commonly went together, but it was birth that conferred noble status and thus membership of the ruling elite; a poor noble was not a contradiction in terms.  In Rome, however, membership of the equites and thus eligibility to stand for office depended on the possession of a considerable fortune.  The greatest power and the highest reputation in the state was obtained not through birth but through success in elections; noble lineage might be an advantage for a candidate, but it was unlikely to be sufficient without money, powerful friends and a reputation for military, administrative or legal competence.  A number of famous names recur constantly in Republican politics, but as members of the same gens, or clan, rather than a single family line; senators’ sons did not always follow them into the senate.​[1]​  At the bottom of society, too, the hereditary principle was not dominant.  Citizen status was inherited, but it was also granted to slaves who had been properly manumitted and to allies of Rome.  People could be born, as well as made, slaves, but some slaves at least — above all those who were most intimate with their master or mistress, like secretaries, maids or nurses — could hope to gain their freedom in due course.  The special status of libertus, freedman, which included certain restrictions on citizen rights and a set of obligations towards the former master, lasted for a single generation; children born after the freedman gained his liberty were considered indistinguishable from any other free-born citizen.  In general, the notion of a pyramid of hereditary orders does not do justice to the fluidity and complexity of Roman society.

A related but more flexible concept is that of status groups.  The idea of status was elaborated by the pioneering sociologist Max Weber, who developed it on the basis of data gathered from a range of historical societies, including classical antiquity:

‘Status’ shall mean an effective claim to social esteem in terms of positive or negative privileges; it is typically founded on (a) style of life, hence (b) formal education, which may be (α) empirical training or (β) rational instruction, and the corresponding forms of behaviour, (c) hereditary or occupational prestige.  In practice, status expresses itself through (α) connubium (β) commensality, possibly (γ) monopolistic appropriation of privileged modes of acquisition or the abhorrence of certain kinds of acquisition, (δ) status conventions (traditions) of other kinds.​[2]​

Status may be defined legally and politically (the status of citizen, or eques, or slave), or it may be governed by expectations of a particular way of life (notoriously, ancient writers regarded manual labour as slavish; as Cicero puts it, ‘no workshop can have anything of the freeborn man about it’ (Off. 1.150).  In most cases social status involves more than one form of differentiation, which are mutually reinforcing: the rulers of Rome are ‘good men’, boni, both morally and materially superior, since their wealth gives them the leisure to cultivate a higher sensibility.  A key aspect of Weber’s approach is that social esteem, and thus the groups defined by their particular claims to social esteem, does not depend on a single marker but on a range of status indicators, some of which may be necessary but none of which is sufficient on its own.  Thus to become a senator it is necessary to be rich, but a rich freedman would not be accepted; noble lineage might be a source of status, but it is not sufficient to guarantee access to power.

In these terms, it makes sense to identify ‘the Roman elite’ as a whole as a distinct status group, rather than focusing on the divisions between senators and equites.  Clearly there was a hierarchy of honour based on office-holding within this group, and fierce competition between some of its members for those offices; but the common ground between the senators and those who either failed or chose not to pursue senatorial careers is more striking than the differences.  As noted above, families moved between senate and equites in different generations; any senator might have an equestrian father or brother, let alone other relatives.  They were all wealthy; same; they were similarly marked out from the common people by their costumes (senators had a broad purple stripe on the toga, equites a narrow one); they received the same education in language, literature and rhetoric, and shared in the same culture; they tended to marry within the group (Weber’s connubium), and regularly entertained one another at dinner (commensality), as well as exchanging gifts and favours.  Cicero’s correspondence with Atticus is clearly a matter of intercourse between equals who have chosen different paths in life but who share a common outlook, rather than a relationship that crosses major social boundaries.

It has been suggested that the equites were businessmen, whereas senators were expressly forbidden to own ships for the purposes of trade and so relied on land for their income.  In fact, most equestrians were landowners, and even those who wished to take on public contracts (supplying the army or collecting taxes) had to be substantial landowners in order to give the required surety.  Their main role in business was as financiers, not as day-to-day operatives; senators could be just as involved in such activities, operating through agents.​[3]​  Nevertheless, occupation was a key marker of elite status, for both groups; direct involvement in retail trade or manual labour was ‘illiberal’ and ‘sordid’.  Agriculture was always regarded as the most honourable way of making money — as Cato put it, ‘from the farmers come the bravest men and the most vigorous soldiers, and this sort of acquisition is the most sacred and the most reliable and the least likely to arouse hatred’ (Agr. preface) — and the Roman elite were able to convince themselves that owning a farm that was worked and managed by slaves was quite as virtuous as ploughing it oneself.  Other sources of income, like the maritime loans in which Cato was involved, the construction industry (Crassus owned a gang of slave workmen which were employed on building projects) or rents from urban properties (like the slum housing owned by Cicero) could be equally acceptable, provided that they were on a sufficiently grand scale or, better, left in the hands of slaves and freedmen, with the owner collecting the profits at arms’ length.  In this, as in much else, Cicero’s work On Duties offers a handbook of proper behaviour for members of the Roman elite — or, to be more exact, for those like himself who sought to join it despite the fact that they did not come from one of the old noble families.

Unlike an estates-based society, status in Rome was not acquired automatically.  A certain measure of social esteem could be obtained without excessive effort on the basis of wealth and a decent family name; however, for outsiders, and for those who sought to achieve higher prestige within the elite, status needed to be worked for and paid for, and success could never be guaranteed.  Roman society at the highest level was fiercely competitive; given the diminishing number of posts as one moved up the political ladder, it was inevitable that many of those who aspired to a consulship would be disappointed.  Office brought status; status did not automatically confer office, since it was necessary to submit to the arbitration of the people, but it was essential to be accepted by those already at the top of society as an equal, and to appear to the masses as a suitable leader.  One recurring theme in Cicero’s discussions of Roman politics, and his speeches against or in defence of other members of the elite, is the need to behave in a manner appropriate to one’s status, and to treat others according to theirs.  In practice, this always involved striking a balance: between conviviality and excess (compare Cicero’s denunciation of a hung-over Antony for vomiting in front of an assembly of the Roman people; Phil. 2.63), between generosity to one’s friends and undue favouritism, and between appropriate public benefactions and demagogic extravagence.  Most awkwardly, the would-be politician needed a house, a lifestyle and a retinue commensurate with the status to which he aspired, without being seen to fall into reprehensible luxuriousness:

The Roman people hates private luxury, it esteems public munificence; it does not love lavish banquets, still less sordid behaviour and brutality; it recognises differences in services and circumstances, the interchange of work and pleasure.  You assert that nothing should influence the minds of men in raising someone to a magistracy except dignity, but in what is most important you yourself fail to preserve your dignity.
Cicero, Pro Murena 76.

Some accounts of status assume that its rules are clear, if complex; that is to say, it should always be possible to assign an individual to his or her correct station, and that the behaviour appropriate to a particular station was well known.  The Roman evidence suggests that, at least at the highest level, status was always negotiable, even contentious.  The Roman elite sought to police the boundaries of their group, to admit only those who met their exacting standards of conduct — without clearly defining, or agreeing on, what those standards were.  It was clear who was a senator, and who was in theory eligible to become one, but never who ought to be one; thus the censors, in theory, scrutinised not only the wealth of individual members of the elite but their conduct, and would expel those whose behaviour was unacceptable.​[4]​  Cicero’s regular reiteration of the theme that patrician blood was no guarantee of ability and the lack of noble ancestors no bar to the consulship makes it clear that others in the senate had different views of the necessary qualifications for high office.  One of the key changes in the late republic is a dramatic increase in the resources available to some members of the elite, especially successful generals, to fund their bids for status.  This produced an equally dramatic increase in the levels of public munificence, both traditional forms (the ceremonies associated with elite funerals were expanded to include days of gladiatorial combat; the buildings constructed by triumphant generals became ever more lavish, and included theatres as well as temples) and innovations, as Clodius employed the resources of the state to distribute free grain to the whole plebs.  The rules about what was appropriate behaviour for a member of the elite became still more uncertain; the traditional restraints on excess and luxuriousness were, at least in the eyes of Cicero, cast aside.

The idea of status offers a productive way of interpreting the social behaviour of the Roman elite, as they sought both to distinguish themselves clearly from the mass of society and to improve their standing according to the finer gradations of prestige within the group.  Further down the social scale, we can identify several obvious status divisions.  Citizenship originally brought with it both rights and duties: the citizen was soldier and taxpayer, voter and recipient of public bounty; the non-citizen, whether slave or foreigner, was excluded not only from political activity but also from the full protection of the law.  Citizen status was established by enrolment in the census, and marked by distinctive activities (military service, voting); it is not evident that there were clear distinctions in education, dress, occupation or style of life that would mark citizen from non-citizen, and the differences between, for example, city-dweller and countryman must have been far more noticeable in this respect.

The Romans had long distinguished themselves from other ancient societies in their relative willingness to extend citizenship to allies and even to former slaves, let alone to anyone with some claim to Roman blood; it was therefore not confined to those who could, at least in theory, take an active role in politics.  In the course of the late republic, the idea of citizenship changed further: the property tax was abolished, the practice that military service was gradated according to wealth was abandoned, and citizen status was extended to the whole of Italy after the Social War.  It has long been assumed that the Italian allies went to war to gain admission to Roman citizenship, showing its continuing desirability; this view has recently been challenged, but in any event the Social War marks the complete abandonment of the ‘city-state’ model of society, with a small but cohesive citizen body, in favour of an entirely ‘new and artificial’ community in which most individuals identified with their native town as much as with Rome.​[5]​  It was necessary to develop new symbols and myths to try to unite such a heterogeneous body; Cicero’s notion of the ‘two fatherlands’ (patriae), to which one owes different sorts of duty, is the philosophical expression of this need, while the story of Romulus’ use of the Asylum to build up Rome’s population, welcoming as a citizen anyone who wished to join, might have been designed expressly to legitimise the idea of a citizen body based not on birth but on the desire to become Roman.​[6]​

The other great status divide in the mass of the population was between free and slave, with freedmen as a special category of the former.  According to our sources, libertas, liberty, was the rallying cry of the masses: the right to a proper trial and to appeal to the tribunes of the plebs, in order to avoid being reduced to the status of slaves by the dominance of the wealthy elite.​[7]​  The severest condemnation of behaviour in Cicero’s eyes is that it is unworthy of a freeborn-man; to receive a wage for unskilled labour is a mark of slavery (Off. 150), and the greatest risk for any Roman is becoming a slave to one’s passions or appetites (Rep. 3.35-7).  Slaves had no status: they were stripped of kinship ties, social esteem and often even their names when they became slaves, and were then, in theory at least, wholly dependent on their owners.  They were property, to be bought and sold at will; their relationships were not formally recognised, so that families could be broken up at any time; they could be used and abused in almost any way their owner chose, physically, psychologically and sexually.  Freedom, enshrined in the political and legal system, provided at least some protection from absolute domination and exploitation by the powerful.

The ideological distinction between freedom and slavery was clear; it is less certain how far it worked in practice.  Indeed, it has been argued that the Roman elite developed the ‘legal fiction’ of absolute dominion of masters over slaves in response to the prevalence of slavery and the difficulty in distinguishing free from slave, since there was no clear-cut distinction in dress or occupation.​[8]​  Slaves might at times have an advantage over free men; their value to their owners meant that they would be fed and clothed, whereas the independent freeborn might be left to starve.  Slaves could sometimes possess a sort of power, since those who served as personal attendants became so intimate with their owners; certainly the elite had far greater and more regular contact with such slaves than with the poor masses.  Slaves were not treated identically; there was a clear hierarchy of status, from the chain-gang in the fields to intimate body servants and secretaries.  Some slaves were far better educated than the vast majority of the population, and there was even the possibility of intimate and affectionate relationships, such as that between Cicero and Tiro, which were free from constant competitive element of friendships with ‘equals’.  Manumission was a reasonable prospect for some categories of slave, who might then rise to prominence amongst the plebs, or in a few cases even higher in society, despite the taint of slavery.  In some later sources, such as Juvenal’s satires, there is anger and bewilderment that slaves, let alone ex-slaves, might have a higher status than freeborn Romans because of their wealth and influence.  Whatever the ideological assumption that ‘slave’ equates with ‘dependent’ and is always inferior to ‘free’, in practice the situation seems sometimes to have been much more complicated.

There is also the fundamental problem of knowing how the mass of the population thought about social status; whether they valued citizenship as highly as the politics-obsessed elite who produced the written sources, and whether they thought in terms of the free-slave divide.  We have no useful accounts of social relationships from either the free poor or slaves.  Plautus’ slave characters, like the cunning slave in the Life of Aesop, offer insight into the anxieties and curiosity of the elite about the ‘itchy eye’ — annoying but indispensable — of slavery, while Apuleius’ powerful fable of the plight of the slave, desperately attempting to prove himself human, is in the end equally limited, a work of imagination rather than experience.​[9]​  Epigraphical evidence gets us closer to the attitudes of the ordinary members of society who commissioned inscriptions, but it is of course a matter of public display rather than private thoughts, with all the limitations that that implies, and is biased towards those with the wealth and motivation to put up inscriptions, not a representative sample of Roman society as a whole.​[10]​  That ‘epigraphic habit’ does constitutes evidence of status concerns in its own right; epigraphy shows that many freedmen did wish to emphasise and advertise their achievement of freedom, to the extent that their presence in the population of Rome, and the frequency of manumission, has often been over-estimated.  It can also be noted that these freedmen, and the others who declined to record their legal status, did not accept the elite valuation of their occupations in status terms; plenty chose to identify themselves as craftsmen and traders, basing their public identity on their profession.  We might speculate that wealth and lifestyle — which floor of the apartment block they lived on, variety and security of diet, level of education, office-holding in an association funeral arrangements (from mass burial pits to a place in a communal mausoleum to an elaborate, self-advertising tomb) — were far more important to most Romans than strict legal or political status.​[11]​





Social historians who regard the status-based view of society as at best naïve and potentially misleading tend to prefer a different term of analysis: class.  This is a problematic term, since it is used in a number of different ways; in everyday usage it is equivalent to ‘status group’, while in sociology it may be used to describe a system of social stratification based on economic criteria (primary industry, white collar workers, professionals).  The concept is most closely associated with Marxism, where it has a more specific and technical definition, and from which it acquires most of its political overtones; however, although Marx himself used the term extensively and insisted on its importance — ‘the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggle’ — he never provided a detailed definition of it.  Much effort has therefore been expended in trying to establish exactly how Marx understood the concept; an important question in intellectual history, especially for Marxists who wish to to claim the authority of the founder for their particular version, but for the purposes of historical study a ‘Marx-influenced’ definition may be sufficient.​[12]​

There are really only two ways of thinking theoretically about class: either as a structural location or as a social relation.  The first and more common of these treats class as a form of ‘stratification’, a layer in a hierarchical structure, differentiated according to ‘economic’ criteria . . . In contrast to this geological model, there is a socio-historical conception of class as a relation between appropriators and producers, determined by the specific form in which, to use Marx’s phrase, ‘surplus labour is pumped out of the direct producers’.​[13]​

The ‘stratification’ approach falls foul of the same objections raised above about ‘status’, tending to be descriptive rather than analytical, and is certainly not distinctively Marxist.  For that reason, it is suggested, the focus should be on the actual social relationships between different groups, rather than simply comparing their income or occupation.

Class (essentially a relationship) is the collective social expression of the fact of exploitation, the way in which exploitation is embodied in a social structure.  By exploitation I mean the appropriation of part of the product of the labour of others: in a commodity-producing society this is the appropriation of what Marx called ‘surplus value’.  A class (a particular class) is a group of persons in a community identified by their position in the whole system of social production, defined above all according to their relationship (primarily in terms of the degree of ownership or control) to the conditions of production (that is to say, the means and labour of production) and to other classes.​[14]​

As we might expect, the Marxist approach to ‘class’ is essentially materialist and economic.  Classes are defined not by their location in a hierarchy of status but by their place in the system of production; the means by which individuals support themselves and their families, and the way in which their labour contributes to the overall economic system.  A clear distinction is drawn between those who own the means of production (self-sufficient peasant smallholders, wealthy property-owners) and those who have to make a living by working the proprty of others (slaves, tenants, wage labourers).  Further distinctions may be based on the nature of the individual’s productive activity, and above all their relation with those in other classes; for example, the tenant farmer hands over part of the produce of his labour to the landlord in a social or economic contract, while the slave’s labour-power is wholly owned by his owner; the peasant works his own land whereas the property magnate depends on exploiting the labour of others.

This definition of class then has a number of implications for the workings of society.  Firstly, there is a strong correlation between an individual’s class and his/her level of education, diet, general state of health, living conditions and so forth; further, access to the opportunities to improve one’s social and economic position are not equally distributed throughout society, so that in fact most people remain in the class of their parents.  Those with greater economic power are able to convert it into political and social power as well, to reinforce their dominant position; the state acts to enforce property rights and deal with unrest amongst the lower orders; education and culture provide ideological support for the status quo.  In other words, class divisions permeate the political, social and cultural spheres as well as the economic.  Of course, evidence for the living conditions or the culture of Rome’s lower classes is limited, but it is clear that we cannot simply assume that our elite sources speak for the whole of society.

In all but the simplest of societies, there is a variety of ways of organising production, and hence there are a number of different classes.  At the top, of course, are the great property-owners, who make their living by creaming off the ‘surplus value’ created by those who worked their lands or laboured in their workshops, whether free men or slaves.  Rome, like most other ancient states, was dominated economically and politically by the interests of rich landowners; the opportunities for making money in trade or industry were much more limited, and even here much of the profits went to the landowners who, directly or indirectly, provided the finance and owned the workshops.  Roman society was divided up according to the wealth of individuals, wealth was essential to gain access to political power, and, by the late republic, political power (to be exact, the provincial governorships exercised by praetors and consuls after their year in office) could bring substantial financial reward.  For Cicero, one of the two functions of justice in maintaining society is the defence of private property (Off. 1.20-1), and he returns to this theme when denouncing proposals for agrarian laws or the cancellation of debts.  Praising the constitution of Servius, he argues that ‘the man for whom the good fortune of the community was most important carried the greatest weight in voting’ — that is to say, the rich man (Rep. II.40).  Such attitudes can be seen in the behaviour of the senate, even when the senators disagreed on the best course of action.  In the disputes over land reform in the late republic, the majority of senators were always opposed to such proposals, seeing them as attacks on private property in general (if not their own illegally occupied lands in particular); the few who argued for redistribution were arguably motivated by the longer-term but equally self-interested belief that senatorial wealth and security would be better served by making concessions and supporting the peasant class that supplied soldiers to defend the state (and their property).

The identification of classes in the rest of Roman society has, historically, been somewhat confused by the fact that Marx’s discussions focused primarily on the conflict between bourgeoisie and proletariat; historians tended to look for ancient equivalents of these two groups, and to reject the concept of class on the grounds that slaves and peasants would be put into the same class.​[15]​  In fact these two classes are specific to modern capitalist society; earlier societies had different classes, reflecting their different ways of organising production, and generally more than two.  This does raise the question of how many different classes should be identified; for example, whether the position of a craftsman working on his own is sufficiently distinct in economic terms from that of a craftsman working alongside his slave that they should be considered as different classes.  Opponents of the concept complain that it ignores crucial differences between individuals, while its supporters argue that the basic similarity of individuals’ economic position outweighs superficial differences and provides a better explanation of their place in society.  It is, arguably, more useful to understand society in terms of a limited number of large classes, even if these do have internal differences and divisions, than fragmented into lots of tiny classes which differ from one another only marginally.

Neither slaves nor free labourers owned their means of production, but they were exploited in quite different ways — the slave was, in theory at least, a thinking tool, part of the means of production — and so they need not be considered to belong to a single class.  Indeed, given the wide range of different ways in which slaves were employed, it is arguable whether they should be considered as a single class.  Some slaves were exploited for their labour power, on villa estates, in mines and in workshops.  They may perhaps have been more productive than free workers, at least within the highly organised system of villa cultivation; slave labour was certainly much more profitable than leasing the estate to a tenant, albeit at the cost of increased supervision.​[16]​  Some slaves, however, were employed as overseers, vilici, given the responsibility of supervising their fellows; some were employed as agents, conducting business on their owner’s behalf, and were even allowed a sum of money known as the peculium with which to do business on their own account and, one day, purchase their freedom.  Some slaves were employed for their mental capacities and education, as tutors and secretaries, while others had no economic role but ministered to personal pleasure and served as status symbols.  These different roles determined not only the day-to-day activity of the slaves, and their degree of independence, but their access to privileges such as a partner and family life, and the possibility of manumission.

In Roman ideology, all slaves were utterly dependent and exploitable, lower than any free man; in practice, many of them enjoyed better living conditions, security and prospects than many of the free.  In class terms, the difference between free and slave sometimes seems less significant than the divide between those who had control over some property (even if technically the slave’s peculium remained the property of the owner) and those who had nothing; those whose occupation lay in supervising the work of others or in conducting business, and those who merely laboured.  The elite tendency to equate manual labour and slavishness had some truth in it; unskilled labourers had more in common with the slaves on the villa chain-gang than with prosperous merchants, the slave mine worker had more in common with a poor citizen than with Cicero’s slave secretary.

Unlike status groups, classes are defined in direct opposition to one another.  The interests of a group that controls the means of production and relies on the labour of others to exploit them can never be reconciled with the interests of those who have to sell or barter their labour power to gain access to the means of life, let alone those who are compelled to labour for others.  Society is therefore understood as an arena of class struggle; not necessarily of open war between self-conscious classes, but certainly of a constant clash of conflicting interests and demands.  These conflicts, fought out in the economic, social, political or cultural spheres, can provide the engine of social and economic change, as property-owners seek to maintain the structures of inequality and to increase their profits, and the property-less seek to resist further exploitation.  The transformation of Italian society in the late Republic has been interpreted in class terms: military success brought about a shift in the balance of power between landowners and peasants.​[17]​  Where previously economic exploitation of the masses had been limited by the elite’s need for soldiers, the influx of wealth and slaves made it possible to break the link; the peasant class was broken, replaced on the land by more profitable slave cultivators, and reduced to a class of landless labourers from which soldiers could be recruited.  None of this was planned, or even recognised at the time; it was simply the result of the elite pursuing their own interests at the expense of others.  Indeed, they did this even at the expense of society: the expansion of the poor urban masses and the separation of the army from civil society both contributed to the civil wars that brought about the replacement of oligarchy with monarchy, partly, it may be suggested, on the basis that monarchy was better able to maintain peace and protect property rights.  It should be noted that this reconstruction is controversial, with fierce disputes over the interpretation of the archaeological evidence for changes in rural settlement patterns, but it offers one powerful interpretation of the events of the late Republic.​[18]​





Class and status are not mutually exclusive ways of understanding society; they emphasise different aspects of multi-faceted social behaviour, and so offer different perspectives on social structure.  It is a matter of the historian’s personal and ideological preferences which concept is believed to yield the greatest insight; whether ‘status’ seems to obscure (perhaps intentionally) class divisions and conflict, or ‘class’ is felt to privilege economic factors over individuals’ own sense of social identity.  When considering slavery, however, both ideas seem somewhat inadequate.  To treat slavery merely as a status category seems to play down its often brutal reality, while class analysis suggests that slaves should not be considered as a category at all: the fundamental identity of slaves’ experiences is ignored, simply because they did different jobs.

An alternative approach is to focus not on slaves as a kind of group but on slavery as a particular sort of social relationship; the nature of this relationship shaped the behaviour of both masters and slaves.  Slavery was an extreme form of dependence, with the slave expected to be absolutely submissive and regarded as absolutely inferior.​[19]​  Slaves had no status; they were stripped of kinship connections, ancestry, reputation and any other source of an independent social identity when they became slaves, and were left wholly dependent on their owner.  They could thus be treated as tools, or objects, with impunity; employed in degrading occupations, beaten to make them work harder, sexually abused, thrown away when worn out or broken.  Slaves had no right to companionship, or family life, or food and shelter, let alone security or hope; they might succeed in obtaining these things, but all depended on the whim of the master, and such ‘privileges’ could just as easily be taken away.  Every slave, however faithful or industrious, lived under the threat of violence and torture; it was simply assumed that, because of their inferiority, they would require such discipline.  In a trial, the evidence of slaves was admissible only if it had been obtained under torture.

The actual practice of slavery was inevitably complicated by the fact that owners could not necessarily count on the absolute submission of their slaves.  The stripping of personal identity, the threat of violence, the selective offering and withholding of privileges and the hope of manumission can all be seen not just as expressions of the slave-owner’s power over the slave but also as means for maintaining that power.  The slave’s spirit had to be broken, the slave had to be persuaded to co-operate, and to focus his or her energies on competing with other slaves for their owner’s approval.  The slave-owners’ tactics were not always wholly successful.  There were relatively few large-scale slave revolts; those that did occur, in Sicily in 136-2 and 104-1 and in Italy under Spartacus from 73-1, seem to have prompted by a particular combination of excessive brutality, opportunity and the presence of a charismatic leader.​[20]​  However, there is evidence of constant resistance on an individual basis: shirking, vandalism, petty theft and running away (Cicero’s letters, for example, include a record of his efforts to recover one of his escaped slaves).  A constant concern in the manuals of the Roman agronomists is the unreliability and untrustworthiness of slaves, which threatened the landowner’s profits; the proposed solution to this problem is the careful selection of a suitable vilicus, the slave who would manage the estate and supervise the other slaves, but then the landowner was left worrying about how to supervise the supervisor.  The master-slave relationship was assymetrical but not wholly one-sided; the slave-owners’ need for the profits and status that could be obtained from slavery left them in a sense dependent on their slaves.  A slave’s loyalty and faithfulness was taken to reflect the virtue not of the slave but of the master; conversely, however, slaves who misbehaved or absconded could affect their master’s reputation.

Slavery, then, involved a struggle for advantage between two unequal but not completely mismatched parties.  This does not exclude the possibility that some master-slave relationships could become genuinely affectionate, given that they lived in such close intimacy in the household — though the portrayal of slaves in literature tends to exemplify anxiety that even the loyal attendant is basically motivated by self-interest, and is in a position to manipulate a less cunning master.​[21]​  Equally, the self-interest of master and slave might coincide.  The co-operative slave might gain alleviation of some of the harsher conditions of slavery, a measure of security compared with a poor free man, some independence of action and power over other slaves, and eventually manumission.  At this point they gained citizenship as well as freedom, and might hope to benefit from continuing association with their former owner, or from a legacy to set themselves up in business — at the expense of continuing, if reduced, dependence, as a freedman was constrained to support and do some work for his former master.​[22]​  It is impossible to say how frequent manumission was in practice — certainly not all slaves were in a position to gain the trust and affection of their master, and Roman law set limits on the proportion of slaves which could be manumitted — but it was always there as a possibility, an incentive to co-operate.

Clearly the owner gained from having a co-operative, industrious slave; and, for all their anxieties about trusting slaves, the Roman elite showed a clear preference for managing business through their slaves and freedmen, rather than employing free men.  The wealthy made use of the institution of the peculium, the sum of money that might be given to slaves to manage themselves, to set up their dependents as shipowners, traders, bankers and money-lenders, as well as managers of farms and workshops.  They were thus able to spread their investments over a vast geographical area, to reduce their exposure to risk (since the owner was liable only to the value of the sum originally granted to the slave, not for any greater losses) and to avoid contamination of their status by direct involvement in disreputable activities, while still reaping profits.​[23]​  The legal limits on the owner’s liability for the actions of his slave made this an economically rational approach to business, especially given the elite’s general aversion to risk.  However, the reactive nature of Roman law-making suggests that the law simply reflected an elite preference for personalised, dependent relationships over impersonal dealings based on money.

Indeed, one might think of Roman society as a whole as being structured around the principles of dependence and dominance.  Slavery was the most extreme expression of this, but the relationships between former owner and freedman, patron and client, husband and wife, father and children, and even Rome and her allies and subjects were also based on these principles.  Such relationships, it has been suggested, were the prime mechanism for the allocation of scarce resources and the dominant means of legitimising the social order; they can also be seen as the main influence on the behaviour of individuals towards one another.​[24]​  The Election Manual assumes that Italy is covered by a network of dependent relationships, so that the aspiring politician in Rome must aim to win the support of the men in the towns who will then mobilise their supporters in his cause.  The conventions of elite discourse insisted that relations between members of the elite were to be described in terms of friendship, not dependence; but in many cases the assymetry of power, influence and status is obvious, and it is difficult not to think of such ‘friendship’ as another form of patronage.​[25]​  Even the nature of the self was understood in terms of dominance and submission: the mind rules over lust as a master rules slaves, while the master restrains his slaves as reason restrains the evil and weak elements of the mind (Rep. 3.37).

Like slavery, patronage largely but not entirely served the interests of the more powerful party.  The elite patron gained support, votes, status and deference to further his own ambitions, and the acquiescence and co-operation of his clients in the existing political system, enshrining the dominance of the elite as a whole.  The client was forced to submit in the hope of gaining access to key resources; sometimes material assistance (food, land, money), sometimes advice and influence in dealing with the law or other authority.  The relationship was reinforced by the law— it was an offence to give evidence against one’s patron or to vote against him — by the tradition of military discipline and ingrained obedience to the officer class, and by the myths and traditions that emphasised the special qualities of the Roman elite, giving them an aura of authority.  But of course the benefits of having a patron could be real; patrons might not in fact be able to assist all their clients, but assistance was unlikely from any other quarter.  The law forbade a patron from defrauding his client, and in practice the individual patron could never be wholly dominant or exploit the client’s dependence too severely, since the client was generally free to choose another patron.​[26]​





The Romans’ own perception of the first-century republic was that a stable society, whose different elements had been established by legendary figures like Romulus and Servius, was now being undermined and transformed by an array of malign forces: corruption, luxury, ambition, faithlessness, violence.  As Dionysius of Halicarnassus argued, summarising the institution of patronage for a Greek audience, ‘the practices instituted by Romulus established so great a consensus amongst the people of Rome that there was no bloodshed or murder amongst them for six hundred and thirty years’ (Ant. Rom. 2.11.2).  The modern perspective, taking the long view over decades or centuries, is that societies are never static.  ‘Social structure’ shapes and influences the behaviour of individuals, rather than determining their actions, and the cumulative effect of individual social behaviour can transform society over time.  Romans’ pursuit of their own interests brought about movement between social groups, changes in the ways that the boundaries of those groups were defined (the development of new criteria to identify the elite, for example) and the rise of new groups (slaves, freedmen and the urban poor).  External factors might either change an individual’s behaviour or give them more power to pursue their interests; thus the influx of wealth and slaves from Rome’s conquests prompted far-reaching changes in the Italian countryside, with consequences for society as a whole.​[28]​  The changes of the final century of the republic were particularly dramatic, at least in the political sphere, but it would be misleading to assume that Roman society was stable and unchanging until the Gracchi undermined its foundations.

There were, after all, other kinds of structures, besides the framework of social groups and relationships, that influenced and constrained social behaviour by setting the ‘limits of the possible’.  One such set of limits on human action is established by the environment, the combination of climate, geography and the distribution of natural resources that favoured certain sorts of agriculture (and thus influenced the class structure of antiquity) and encouraged the development of particular patterns of settlement and communication.​[29]​  Environmental change in the preindustrial era was generally slow, so that its effects were scarcely perceptible at the human level; far more significant in the medium term were the limits set by human reproduction.  The size of a population in relation to the availability of resources, its rates of mortality and fertility, its age structure and sex ratio, and the average life expectancy, all have far-reaching implications for the fate of individuals and the society in which they live.

It should be obvious that if we have no conception of the numbers of peoples about whom we write and read we cannot envisage them in their concrete reality.  What does a statement about the Romans mean if we do not know roughly how many Romans there were?  Without such knowledge even politics and war cannot be understood.  For instance,  a description of Roman political institutions in the third century B.C. could only be misleading if we did not know that the citizen body was so numerous and scattered that in the absence of the representative principle the democratic features which they seem to manifest were bound to be illusory in practice.​[30]​

Clearly this affects more than politics; the size of the population has implications for military activity (the size of the pool of potential recruits), economic structures (the availability of labour, the degree of poverty and inequality, the level of malnutrition) and social relations (the relative numbers of slaves and masters, elite and masses).  In turn, political, military, economic and social behaviour has unforeseen consequences for the population, as the war effort reduces the pool of men who will produce the next generation, and poverty and malnutrition reduce the fertility of the mass of citizens.

Demography is not only, or even mainly, concerned with population size; such absolute figures can be simplistic and misleading, since populations never remain static.  More often, the focus is on demographic structures and processes, the ways in which the population changes over time.  Study of rates of mortality and fertility can provide vital insights into the workings of the family: we can see the complex inter-relation between the average age at marriage of men and women, the average numbers of children (both in total, and those who survive infancy) and the likelihood of the family reproducing itself in the next generation.  Demography affects our view of both the frequency and the motives for infanticide, as well as the traditions of patria potestas and adoption.​[31]​  Thinking beyond the family, it raises questions about the age structure of society.  Recalling Cicero’s stress on men ‘of every order, of all origins and indeed of all ages’ (Cat. IV.14), should we think of Rome as divided between age groups with different interests and patterns of social behaviour, with the young sent off to fight wars on behalf of the old men who held power (since eligibility for different magistracies depended, at least in theory, on age)?  Certainly rates of birth and death might affect relations between different social groups; thus the oldest senatorial families proved unable to reproduce at a rate which would replace their numbers in the next generation, and so always had to draw new recruits from the wider equestrian order.​[32]​

The importance of demography, with its implications for every aspect of ancient history, has been increasingly acknowledged, especially over the last decade.​[33]​  However, there is a fundamental problem; we do not have adequate evidence for a proper study of ancient demographic structures, either in quantity or quality.  There is no ancient equivalent of the parish register of births, marriages and deaths; under the Republic, the census, because its original purpose was to police the citizen body and to establish Rome’s military strength, recorded only absolute numbers, not the age structure of the population, and ignored women, children, slaves and other non-citizens.  Historians have therefore been faced with a choice: to make the best of such ‘proxy’ data as is available — tombstones, for example, and tax registers from Egypt — or to focus on comparative evidence, on the assumption that the Roman population cannot have been too dissimilar in its structure to the populations of other pre-industrial societies about which we know rather more.

These two approaches are frequently in direct conflict.  Demography suggests questions that might be asked of evidence that was never intended to be used for demographic purposes.  For example, Roman epitaphs often include the age of the deceased; given a sufficiently large sample, information about what proportion of the population is dying at different ages can be extrapolated to produce a model of the age structure of society and its average life expectancy.  However, if this data is considered in relation to our knowledge of the demography of other societies, it seems clearly flawed.  Epitaphs tend to record ages in multiples of five and ten (a phenomenon known as ‘age-rounding’), and many of the ages recorded seem implausibly high for a pre-industrial society (but perfectly explicable if one recalls that old age was greatly respected in antiquity, and the lack of records meant that many people might be quite uncertain of their real age).  Above all, there are far too few infant burials, whereas in a typical pre-modern society with life expectancy at birth of 25 years (e0=25), mortality in the first year of life might be as high as 30%, with 50% of a ‘birth cohort’ dying by the age of ten.  Either the Romans were much healthier than we thought, or there is a problem with the evidence; most likely another manifestation of the ‘epigraphic habit’, such that inscriptions provide information not about the reality of demographic structures but about the attitudes and assumptions of those who chose to spend money on commemmoration — in this case, evidence that many infant deaths were not commemmorated in the way that adult deaths were.​[34]​

Similar objections can be made to other attempts at reconstructing Roman demography from ancient evidence; if it is assumed that the appropriate comparisons for antiquity are under-developed societies with high levels of mortality and low life-expectancy, the picture of Roman demographic structures offered by the sources cannot possibly be correct, and so the evidence must be at fault.  However, it is clearly a radical step to reject all ancient sources out of hand; it can be argued instead that a different comparison should be made, and that, if the ancient evidence suggests that average life expectancy at birth was 35 rather than 25, Rome should be thought of as having a more modern demographic structure, with lower mortality rates.  This fits with the belief of some historians that Rome was a more sophisticated and developed society than the labels ‘pre-modern’ or ‘pre-industrial’ would suggest; others argue that ‘the burden of proof is firmly on those who wish to assert that the Roman population in general had a lower mortality than other pre-industrial populations with similar technical achievements or towns; they must show that there were present in the Roman Empire factors which could have led to a general diminution of mortality’.​[35]​

It should also be noted that there are problems with the ‘model life tables’ from which historians draw their impressions of pre-industrial population structure.​[36]​  Life tables offer models of the age structures of different populations, showing the complex ways in which life expectancy and rates of mortality and fertility interact; however, they are based not on actual pre-industrial populations but on mathematical extrapolation from modern populations, and they deliberately exclude the distorting effects of diseases such as malaria on age structure.  They are idealised models, that offer a sense of how the ancient world might have been, not how it must have been; they need to be employed sensitively, re-introducing factors such as the effects of disease and of ‘culturally-specific’ behaviour like infanticide and the limited reproductive opportunities available to slaves.  Above all, the historian has to decide which model to employ, based on prior assumptions about the nature of antiquity.  It is generally, but not universally, accepted that Rome is best understood as a ‘high pressure’ pre-industrial society, with high rates of mortality and fertility and an average expectation of life at birth of 25.

There are still more problems with the reconstruction of absolute population numbers for any period.  We have no idea of the number of slaves in Italy, for example, beyond the general impression that it increased significantly over the last two centuries of the republic.  It was in no-one’s interest to attempt to count them; our evidence is limited to occasional impressionistic comments in the literary sources, such as the remark of the medical writer Galen that there was one slave to every two free men in the city of Pergamum (5.49K).  It is at best possible to exclude some of the wilder estimates through consideration of the capacity of Italy to support a large population (though that of course depends on the figure assumed for the free population) and by considering the rate of imports necessary to sustain a particular number of slaves, given that not all slaves were able to reproduce and mortality rates were high.​[37]​  We are ignorant of the numbers of freedmen, besides noting that they dominate the body of inscriptions from the city of Rome.  Estimates for the urban population are based on the city’s grain supply and the figures for recipients of the corn dole; even more speculative estimates for the populations of other towns of Italy are offered on the basis of such evidence as the size of the built-up area, the length of the walls and the number of citizens who benefitted from the generosity of local notables.​[38]​  Estimates of the population of Pompeii, the city for which the most archaeological evidence is available, vary from 10-12,000 to 25-30,000, depending largely on the historian’s prior assumptions about the city’s society and economy.​[39]​

The fiercest debate has been over the size of the total population of Italy, partly because there is some, apparently useable, evidence — the figures produced by the Roman census, especially those collected under Augustus — and partly because demographic change seems to be central to the whole process of the transformation of the rural economy in the late republic.​[40]​  The Augustan census in 28 recorded a figure of just over four million; the census under the Republic had always counted only adult males, and so this figure suggests that the total free population, including women and children, was about 10 million.  This can be compared with the population figure of 4.5 million that has been estimated for 225, on the basis of Polybius’ account of the military strength of Rome and its allies at that date.  Over two centuries, therefore, the free population of Italy more than doubled.  However, the idea of a population expansion seems incompatible with historical accounts of the crisis of the Italian peasantry and the depopulation of the countryside in this period, and so this interpretation of the Augustan total has often been rejected.  If the Augustan census is interpreted instead as having included all citizens, not just adult males, it indicates a total population of just 4 million, a slight decline since 225 which can be attributed to the effects of constant warfare and the displacement of peasants to make way for slave labour into the countryside.​[41]​  This ‘low’ estimate of the Augustan population, and the ‘decline’ theory of Italian demography, has been dominant since Brunt’s 1971 study of the Roman population, and underpins most historical accounts of the period; if the ‘high’ figure were accepted, history — political history, not just economic and social — would have to be re-written.​[42]​

Neither interpretation can be proved beyond doubt on the basis of the literary evidence, and so the proponents of each view have turned to comparative arguments.  Once again, however, this depends on prior assumptions about the ancient world, which determine what is chosen as the most appropriate comparison.  The ‘high’ figure implies that Augustan Italy was more densely populated than nineteenth-century Italy: is this grounds for rejecting it, since pre-industrial technology was inadequate to support so many people, or grounds for taking a more positive view of the efficiency of Italian agriculture?  The rate of population increase seems implausibly high, especially taking into account the ‘population sink’ effects of high mortality rates in the city of Rome, if Roman Italy is compared to early modern Europe; but comparable rates of increase are known from nineteenth-century America.  In other words, comparative evidence and modern scientific knowledge can suggest what might have been possible, but they cannot say how things must have been.  The latest twist in the debate is the suggestion that the population figure for 225, which all participants have hitherto taken for granted, should be revised downwards, giving a better fit with evidence that implies a rising population (such as growing competition for land) without implying that Italy was grossly over-populated by the time of Augustus.​[43]​

‘Scarce source references are interpreted through the lens of conflicting samples of comparative data’.​[44]​  This might indeed be said of all approaches to the study of Roman social structure, not just the demographic perspective.  Roman social structure looks significantly different depending on one’s choice of analytical categories; and the historian’s preference for particular concepts and particular historical comparisons often depends on prior assumptions, not just about Rome but about ‘society’ in general.  From almost every perspective, the late republic is a period of major changes (not necessarily to be considered as ‘decline’) in the composition of social groups and the dynamics of social relationships; but the nature of those changes, and the best tools for understanding them, remain matters of fierce debate.


Guide to Further Reading

The best introduction to different aspects of Roman social structure is Garnsey & Saller 1987, chapters 6-8: it focuses on the Principate, but most of its key ideas are applicable to the Republic.  On the nature of the Roman elite and the workings of politics see Burton & Hopkins 1983, and, briefly but provocatively, Beard & Crawford 1985.  On the Roman citizenship, Nicolet 1980 and Gardner 1991; on patronage, the important articles in Wallace-Hadrill 1989; on the social identity of the lower classes, Joshel 1992.  Recent ideas on Cicero’s orations against Catiline, and on the development of Latin language and literature as a means of social differentiation, in Habinek 1998; on the role of morality in Roman social and political discourse, Edwards 1993.

Burke 1980 offers a good general introduction to the use of modern sociological concepts in history; see also Morley 2004, chapter 4.  On status, see Finley 1985, chapter 2; on class, de Ste Croix 1981 and the more general discussion in Wood 1995.

Slavery: Bradley 1994 offers an excellent introduction to the subject, with a guide to further reading.  Patterson 1982 is a fascinating comparative study of the institution.  Fitzegerald 2000 surveys Roman literary representations of slavery; Garnsey 1996 covers intellectual and philosophical attitudes.
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